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•
A YELLOW RAIL(COTURNICOPS NOVABORACENSIS) WITH DARK PLUMAGE FROM ARKANSAS
A Yellow Rail (Coturnicops novaboracensis) that is much darker than others of its species was collected by Buford Smith in January 1963
near Beebe in White County, Arkansas. The specimen was mounted by Truston H. Holder in a lifelikeposition (Fig. 1 and 2) before presentation
to the University of Arkansas at Fayetteville, where itnow is part of the university museum collection (Cat. No. 784). Roberts (The birds of
I
Minnesota, 2 vols., Univ. of Minn. Press, 1932) thought that dark Yellow Rails were young birds and Ripley (Rails of the world, D. R. Godine
Publ., Boston, 1977) supported this view. However, Friedmann (Ridgeway and Friedmann, The birds ofnorth and middle America, Part IX,U.S.
National Museum Bull. no. 50, 1941) recognized a pale and rufescent plumage phase inboth adult and juvenile birds. My study of museum skins
of Yellow Rails did not clarify this matter due to a lack ofspecimens with specific age data. Dickerman (1971, Wilson Bull. 83:49-56) also stressed
this problem. Therefore, not having better information, Iam treating the Arkansas specimen simply as one that exhibits an unusually dark plumage.
However, a specimen taken in September in Ontario, Canada, and identified as a juvenile (ROM 37443, Royal Ontario Museum) also showed
a dark scaling pattern on the sides of the head and on the breast, which most Yellow Rails lack, but the criterion for calling the bird a juvenile
was not given. The presence ofdark Yellow Rails presents some difficulty in field identification with respect to the other small North American
rail, the Black Rail (Lateral/us jamaicensis).
In searching for dark Yellow Rails, Ihave inspected over 100 specimens in several collections (American Museum of Natural History, Bell
Museum of Natural History at the University ofMinnesota, U.S. National Museum of Natural History, and Royal Ontario Museum). Specimens
range from light birds to dark birds especially ventrally (Fig. 3), not so pronounced dorsally (Fig. 4). The graded series shown in Fig. 3 and 4
are from the U.S. National Museum, but is similar in variation to specimens found inother collections. None of the specimens are as dark ventrally
as the Arkansas specimen.
The Arkansas bird is not as dark as it appears in Fig. 1 and 2. The light longitudinal edges of the black feathers on the dorsum and wing
coverts are actually buffy or yellowish in color. The thin white cross bars turning to spotting on the head and upper breast are very white. The
back and wing coverts are in fact similar to other Yellow Rails. Itis in the underparts that the Arkansas bird is much darker than other specimens.
Most of its breast and belly is a dark buffy brown with thin white barring. The underparts behind the legs are blackish with white barring as in
other Yellow Rails. The extensive light venter found in most Yellow Rails is reduced in the Arkansas specimen to a small whitish triangle on the
chin and upper throat, and a whitish area (25 x 25 mm in size) just anterior to the legs. The several white secondaries are present in the wing that
produces the posterior white wing patch on the inner part of each wing in flight.
Using the specimens from the U.S. National Museum (USNM) for a detailed comparative synopsis, the amount ofbuff edging on the back
feathers varies somewhat (Fig. 4) and is minimal in the Arkansas bird, but not less than in some other specimens. So, although the Arkansas bird
is on the dark end of the dorsal gradient, other specimens are just as dark. The black of the back feathers with the thin white barring is the same
in all birds (Fig. 4), and the varying lightness in overall shade is due to differing amounts of buffy edging to the feathers. There is more buff
on the margins of the upper tail coverts in some specimens than in the Arkansas bird, but most other specimens are equally as dark there as the
Arkansas bird.
The dark brown ofthe lower flank feathers and under tail coverts appear darker in the Arkansas specimen than in all others, and the dark
area is more extensive too. Also, the white area on the lower mid-breast and abdomen is smaller in the Arkansas bird than in the others. The
Arkansas bird (Fig. 1 and 2) differs most markedly from the other specimens (Fig. 3) in the nature of the sides of the face, sides and front of
the neck, and breast and upper flanks. Inmost Yellow Rails the breast is a light buffy color, but varies from pale buff to a darker buffy brown
shade (Fig. 3). The light color on the breast extends on to the sides of the head and neck and includes the superciliary line that borders above
a darker area extending from the beak back below the eye. In the Arkansas specimen the breast, upper flanks, neck and sides of the face are a
darkish buffy brown, giving these areas a very dark appearance. The feathers have numerous thin white bars on the breast and flanks shortening
to white spots on the neck and head. Even the dark crown has white flecks. The superciliary line is barely visible. Only the bird on the far right
m Fig. 3 (USNM 189862) has this type of plumage on the head and breast, but even in this bird the light whitish of the belly extends medially
on the breast to join the light throat and chin (not visible in Fig. 3 because of the way the head was turned in preparing the specimen). Thus,
only the sides ofthe breast has the dark speckled appearance. Inthe Arkansas bird the dark plumage extends across the breast and upper abdomen
(Pig. 2) giving it its very dark appearance.
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General Notes
Figure 1. Side view of the dark Yellow Rail from Arkansas.
Figure 3. Ventral view ofYellow Rails grading from light (left) to dark
(right).
Figure 4. Dorsal view of Yellow Rails shown in Figure 3 in the same
left to right arrangement.
The photographs and plumage color notations were made soon after the Arkansas rail was collected in the 1960s. Since then it has been
kept ina closed, light-proof specimen cabinet at room temperature. Inanalyzing plumage color, two color guides were consulted: Smithe (Naturalist's
color guide, American Museum Natural History, 1975); and the color plate in Palmer (Handbook of North American birds, Vol 1 Yale Univ.
Press, 1962).
DOUGLAS A. JAMES, Department of Zoology, University of Arkansas, Fayetteville, AR 72701.
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